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RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS

ing of the political situation, legislative bodies’ decision making, journalistic
attempts at narrative creation, and the military’s strategic battle choices. As
both scientifıc documents that provide the truth of the situation and artistic
documents that frame that truth, these maps create, maintain, and alter our
perception of the world. Barney’s work provides a critical inroad for understanding the truly rhetorical labor these documents perform.
AMBER DAVISSON, Keene State College

Michael Moore and the Rhetoric of Documentary. Edited by Thomas W.
Benson and Brian J. Snee. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press, 2015; pp. 302. $35.50 paper.

I

n Thomas Benson and Brian Snee’s second anthology on political
documentary fılms, their focus narrows from analyzing a variety of
fılms to analyzing the rhetorics of seven Michael Moore fılms. The
introduction lays out the aims of this anthology, which is not to discuss
whether his fılms are documentaries but instead to engage with the more
interesting set of questions regarding how Moore’s fılms communicate
persuasively. Benson and Snee provide a brief biography of Moore and note
that he is a “destabilizing force, able to induce major political fıgures to enact
something other than their usual self-portrayals” (4). The editors then
provide an important overview of documentary fılm history and locate
Moore’s fılms within that history. They cite Bill Nichols’s work to identify
the stylistic format of Moore’s documentaries as participatory, which is a
mode that “Moore did not invent” but “he exploited it in fresh ways” (9).
This point is key for understanding that Moore’s fılms fıt within the historical documentary fılm form.
Jennifer Borda’s “Laughing through Our Tears: Rhetorical Tensions in
Roger & Me” argues that the fılm is a “critique of the socio-economic
realities of global capitalism” (27), which is a theme built upon in many of
the chapters. Borda insightfully illustrates that the complicated reactions to
this fılm come from the combination of a “prophetic rhetoric and contra-
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dictions of the secular jeremiad form, which solicits community redemption through reaffırmation of the values of the American Dream” (36). She
notes that the problem is that the American Dream “never really existed in
the fırst place” (41). Although Borda argues that the fılm fails rhetorically
because it does not provide a call to action that would unite audiences to
right the present economic wrongs, her chapter illustrates key elements of
Moore’s rhetorical appeals.
Christine Harold’s “The Big One That Got Away” takes up Moore’s
concern with the rise of global capitalism and his observation that “companies are downsizing not out of necessity but out of greed” (63). Harold’s
analysis astutely lays out how this fılm uses a similar rhetorical approach as
Roger & Me by contrasting the effects of globalism against “everyday citizens who have been left behind” (69). Harold critiques the fılm for not
offering solutions to this problem of globalization. Yet it is worth recognizing the influence on Moore of John Grierson, who coined the term “documentary” in the 1920s and who believed that documentrists had a
responsibility to advocate for social justice by bringing to light oppressive
living conditions but did not argue that they necessarily provide palliatives.
In “The Many Moods of Michael Moore: Aesthetics and Affect in Bowling for Columbine,” Brian Ott and Susan Sci smartly analyze why this fılm,
the highest grossing documentary at the time (later to be overtaken by
Fahrenheit 9/11), was confusing and “also strangely compelling” (75). The
authors organize their analysis around Moore’s fıve affective moods (curiosity, terror and sublimity, fear and loathing, cool rationalism, mourning
and melancholia) and note that each time “Moore appears to be narrowing
in on an explanation, the fılm’s ironic framing undermines it” (81). The
authors rightly point out that Moore does not fınd an answer to his question
concerning why there is so much gun violence in the United States and that
Moore has not fıgured out how to “connect loss to social conscious and civic
responsibility” (93). However, Moore’s ironic framing does depict the U.S.
political impasse concerning gun violence.
In “The Conversion of Lila Lipscomb in Fahrenheit 9/11” authors
Thomas Rosteck and Thomas Frentz specifıcally engage with one of the
prominent features of documentary fılm—its use of synecdoche—and
whether documentary argument can “escape the tyranny of the specifıc
case” (115). The authors wisely chose to examine the rhetorical impact of
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Lila Lipscomb because of her transformation from unquestioning patriot,
to grieving mother (her son died in Afghanistan), to critic of the Bush
administration. Rosteck and Frentz recognize that she became a “substitute
sign for Moore himself and a universal critic of the Bush administration’s
policies” (105). Although the fılm was “expressly conceived to drive Bush
from the White House” (101) and did not succeed on that point, the authors
fıttingly conclude that the Lila Lipscomb synecdoche was particularly
successful.
In “The Phenomenal Text of Michael Moore’s Sicko,” Edward Schiappa,
Daniel Ladisau Horvath, and Peter B. Gregg argue for the fılm’s affective
fılmic grammar and conduct quantitative research to test whether this fılm
persuaded people to change their minds about health care policy (it did).
The authors build on the previous chapter’s argument that “irony and affect
are the building blocks of Moore’s radical rhetoric” (126) and incorporate
earlier references to Moore’s working class sympathies through their term
“blue collar irony” (125). The authors make a strong argument for the fılm’s
rhetorical persuasiveness and then conduct a survey on whether Moore’s
rhetoric changed opinions. It is commendable that the authors incorporated quantitative research into a rhetoric analysis to answer this question.
The only disappointing chapter in this volume is “The Ghosts of Michael
Moore’s Future Past; or, The Many Failures of Slacker Uprising” by Davis
W. Houck and Joseph Delbert Davenport. The authors state that it is a
“ramshackle structure of a fılm” (150) that “fails to present anything resembling a coherent narrative” (163). The fılm is organized as a document of
Moore’s get-out-the-vote effort for the 2004 presidential election, when he
visited 20 college campuses with rock and movie stars. The main message, as
articulated by Moore himself and the various celebrities, was that the
students needed to vote to stop the war in Afghanistan and Iraq. The
authors’ analysis registers as disagreement with the politics of the fılm
instead of as a thoughtful analysis of why a get-out-the-vote campaign was
conducted or why the Republican Party attacked Moore for his efforts to get
students to vote.
Kendall Phillips’s chapter, “I’m Sorry to See It Go: Nostalgic Rhetoric in
Michael Moore’s Capitalism: A Love Story,” productively delineates the
fılm’s use of the rhetoric of nostalgia. Phillips observes that one of Moore’s
main arguments is the “disruption of modernity” (180), which echoes in
many of Moore’s fılms through his sympathetic portrayals of those dis-
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placed by globalism. Phillips extends this insight by including a psychoanalytic analysis of Moore’s use of his father in this fılm to represent “a return
of the moral order of the symbolic father” (184). The author appropriately
critiques Moore for the political problems with using the rhetoric of nostalgia because the past was not particularly a good time if you were black
and/or a woman and wanted to vote (or enact civil rights) and reminds
readers that “our view of an idyllic past rarely urges us in one direction”
(187).
Overall, this anthology is an excellent addition to the study of documentary fılm because it illustrates how Michael Moore’s fılms fıt within the
documentary tradition, and this volume provides its readers with a set of
rhetorical tools for analyzing documentary fılm. Documentary fılms in
general can be tremendously persuasive, and this study of Michael Moore’s
fılms, in particular, illustrates how documentaries can achieve persuasion
and why audiences need to recognize these rhetorical strategies.
TERESA BERGMAN, University of the Pacifıc

Landmark Essays on Rhetoric and Feminism, 1973–2000. Edited by Cheryl
Glenn and Andrea Lunsford. New York: Routledge, 2015; pp. viii ⫹ 266.
$185.00 cloth; $54.95 paper.

H

istorically, rhetoric has had little to do with women (or feminism),
other than sharing marginalization within the academy. However, as this collection makes clear, viewing rhetoric and feminism
in context with one another reveals the ways they interanimate each other,
challenge traditional academic thought, and occasionally fall victim to
“conscious and unconscious hierarchies and exclusions” (Ede, Glenn, and
Lunsford 248). Landmark Essays on Rhetoric and Feminism begins with an
editor’s introduction contextualizing the 17 essays through a brief history of
feminism. The editors organize the essays by feminist rhetorical means:
recovery and recuperation; methods and methodologies; feminist practices
and performances; pedagogical applications and implications; and new
theories and histories.
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